Viruses, clusters and clustering of childhood leukaemia: a new perspective?
Clusters of childhood leukaemia have, during a lengthy and controversial history, focussed attention on two alternative putative aetiological agents: infections and localised environmental pollution. In the United Kingdom emphasis is currently placed on the latter because of reports of localised clusters in the vicinity of two nuclear reprocessing plants. Now the most recent studies of spatial clustering in the United Kingdom also support the hypothesis that a substantial population of cases of childhood acute lymphoblastic leukaemia (ALL) arise as a rare host response to certain patterns of exposure to common infectious agents--the aberrant response model. Relevant aspects of the epidemiology of ALL are reviewed from this perspective and the hypothesis shown to be capable of unifying reported associations with different types of risk factor. It is probable that specific agent(s) are involved though none have been identified and these may share many epidemiological characteristics of herpes viruses. The possible relevance of these results to associations with prenatal parental occupational exposures to dusts and ionising radiation is explored.